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Marker Text 

Here on July 4, 1894, Elwood Haynes made the first test run of an automobile which he designed and 

built. His car reached a speed of about seven miles per hour over a six mile course on the Pumpkinvine 

Pike. 

Report 

Secondary sources and reminiscences confirm the marker text; however, few primary accounts 

exist and biographer Ralph D. Gray posits that records for Haynes’ businesses, including Haynes 

Automobile, Haynes Stellite and American Stainless Steel, have been destroyed. Therefore, the following 

review is predicated mostly on secondary sources, Haynes’ reminiscences, and trade journals and 

newspaper articles published in the early 1900’s and 1920’s in recollection of the test run. This review 

briefly addresses debate about the inventor of America’s first car, provides biographical information 

about Haynes, and elucidates the importance of the test run. 

Elwood Haynes was born October 14, 1857 in Portland, Indiana.1 Unlike many inventors and 

employees in the automobile industry, Haynes was well-educated, attending the Worchester 

Polytechnic Institute in Worchester, MA, where he wrote his thesis “The Effect of Tungsten on Iron and 

Steel,” which would inform his endeavors with automobiles and alloys.2 Haynes then attended Johns 

Hopkins University for post-graduate courses in organic chemistry.3 After completing his education, 

Haynes took advantage of the revolutionary discovery of natural gas in Portland in 1886 and became 

Manager of the Portland Natural Gas and Oil Company.4 In 1890, he became the Field Superintendent of 

the Indiana Natural Gas Company located in Chicago, with headquarters in Greentown, Indiana.5 

According to Haynes, traveling to oversee natural gas projects inspired him to develop a 

horseless carriage. Haynes told W.A.P. John that he conceived of the idea for the vehicle as early as 

1887, while traversing “crude roads in the most inclement weather” in his role as field superintendent.6 

He recalls in his The Complete Motorist: 

The great trouble with the horse was his lack of endurance, and this became more apparent day after day    

. . .  One afternoon, or night, rather, while driving home after a hard day’s work, I thought to myself that it 

would be a fine thing if I didn’t have to depend on the horse for locomotion. From then on my mind dwelt 

on a great deal upon the subject of a self-propelled vehicle, that could be used on any country road or city 

street.
7
 

Haynes pursued his idea when he moved to Kokomo in 1892 and shortly thereafter purchased a Sintz 2-

cycle gasoline engine.8 He chose a gasoline engine, rather than a steam-powered one, because he “did 

not consider it advisable to have an open fire burning in a vehicle.”9 Similarly, he avoided an electric 

engine because batteries were “too heavy and too limited.”10 While Haynes set up the gas engine in his 

kitchen and built it “up in the form of a small truck,” he hired brothers Edgar and Elmer Apperson to 

construct the carriage based on his designs at their Riverside Machine shop.11  
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According to John D. Barnhart and Donald F. Carmony, the “fundamental knowledge needed to 

build an automobile had been gained by the 1890’s,” but required considerable experimentation before 

the automobile industry would emerge.12 Barnhart and Carmony assert that in the 1890’s “many 

mechanics and others made various types of the horseless carriage, including cars operated by electric, 

steam, and gasoline engines.”13 Haynes publicly debuted his vehicle, dubbed the “Pioneer,” during 

Kokomo’s 1894 Fourth of July celebration, which featured a veterans’ encampment, parade and bicycle 

races.14 Concerned that the sound of the engine might upset horses pulling carriages, Haynes and his 

men towed the automobile via carriage from the festivities to the countryside.15 Haynes remembered: 

It moved off at once at a speed of about seven miles per hour, and was driven about one and one-half miles 

farther into the country. It was then turned about, and ran all the way into the city without making a single 

stop. . . . At that time the bicycle was very popular as a pastime, especially among the young ladies. I 

remember as the little machine made its way along the streets we were met by a ‘bevy’ of girls mounted on 

wheels  . . . I shall never forget the expression on their faces as they wheeled aside, separating like a flock of 

swans and gazing wonder-eyed at the uncouth and utterly unexpected little machine.
16

 

 The marker text correctly identifies Pumpkinvine Pike as the location of the test run, although 

minor variations of the name exist.17 Author William H. Rankin elaborates that the car was “drawn by a 

team of horses to the Pumpkinvine Pike on the south bank of Wildcat Creek, near the place where stood 

the machine and the blacksmith shop.”18 Haynes’ evaluation of the significance of the test run 

fluctuated, as he claimed around 1913 or 1914 “frankly, I did not realize on that Fourth of July when I 

took the first ride in America’s First Car, that a score of years later every street and highway in America 

would echo the sound of the horn and the report of the exhaust.”19 However, he stated in 1925 that the 

drive convinced him “of the future of the auto and [he] immediately began plans for that factory that 

was later known as the Haynes Automobile Company. This was the beginning of the industry that has 

revolutionized transportation throughout the world.”20 

Haynes attempted to capitalize on his invention by partnering with Elmer Apperson in 1895, 

creating the Haynes Automobile Company to build and sell automobiles.21 In 1898, the firm was formally 

incorporated as the Haynes-Apperson Company until 1901, when Elmer Apperson left to establish an 

automobile company with his brother.22 Haynes continued operations and, according to The Horseless 

Age, the company’s new factory was “one of the best equipped plants for the manufacture of 

automobiles in the country.”23  

Throughout his time working with automobiles, Haynes’s devoted himself to working with alloys 

and superalloys, creating, most notably, Stellite.24 He obtained a patent for the alloy in 1912 and 

produced it commercially with the Haynes Stellite Company.25 The “unsung hero and workhorse of 

metallurgy,” Stellite was an ideal alloy for cutting tools, tractors, jet aircraft and disks due to its 

“inherent excellent physical, chemical, and mechanical properties” that made it resistant to high heat 

and corrosion.26 According to Gray, Stellite proved so durable that it was used to produce the majority of 

shells and shrapnel employed in World War I, as well as scalpels used in war hospitals.27 Additionally, the 

http://images.indianahistory.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/P0130/id/1753/rec/15
http://books.google.com/books?id=s0UjAQAAMAAJ&pg=RA6-PA19&dq=elwood+haynes&hl=en&sa=X&ei=yrwdU8LjBcu9qAGHoICQCQ&ved=0CEcQ6AEwBQ#v=onepage&q=elwood%20haynes&f=false
http://images.indianahistory.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/V0002/id/2631/rec/26
http://images.indianahistory.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/V0002/id/2639/rec/57
http://images.indianahistory.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/V0002/id/2694/rec/74
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alloy was used in engine turbine blades of World War II bombers, as well as jet engine blades in the 

Korean War.28 

Haynes struggled to overcome consumer resistance to his novel invention.  The automobile’s 

accessibility and convenience was not immediately evident to consumers, as Rankin speculated “there 

must have been very few men who deemed themselves capable of acquiring enough mechanical 

knowledge to run even a sewing-machine; to steer a gasoline-propelled vehicle; to start the engine . . . 

to understand what a cylinder meant, or a spark plug or a carburetor—all this was Greek to the average 

citizen.”29 Compounding the problem, were questions about the legality of driving automobiles on the 

same road as horses. Haynes recalled that he kept in his pocket the “‘decision given by the Supreme 

County judge which declared the road was open to all types of vehicles used for transportation.’”30 

Polemical discussions continue about the inventor of America’s first car and whether or not 

Haynes deserves the title. Despite branding his 1912 automobiles with a hood ornament that read 

“Haynes: America’s First Car,” to remind the “public of the historical significance of their product,” 

Charles Duryea and, later, the Apperson brothers challenged Haynes’ claim.31 Barnhart and Carmony 

assert that Duryea constructed his first car in 1892, followed by Henry Ford in 1893 and Haynes in 

1894.32 Lack of official documentation about when these inventors conceived of their ideas and built 

their automobiles prohibits definitive statements about who invented the first automobile, “despite 

Ralph D. Gray’s best efforts.”33 Numerous titles have been assigned to Haynes to circumvent the “first 

inventor” debate. President of Stutz Motor Car Company, Frederick E. Moskovics, deemed Haynes the 

“first builder of the practical automobile,” distinguishing that Haynes’ car was the first to be widely used 

by the public, if not the first in existence.34 An advertisement for the 1922 commemoration of the test 

run refers to Haynes as builder of “America’s first mechanically successful automobile.”35  

 Although Haynes may not have invented the first car, his company contributed to a major 

industrial and transportation revolution and helped position the vehicle as a popular form of transit. 

Rankin boasts that the automobile’s “speed and convenience did away forever with those isolated 

communities which, too small to be touched by the railways, were, in effect, shut off from the outside 

world.”36 Haynes viewed its significance similarly, stating “it is a help in entertaining; it is a time-saver in 

the ordinary affairs of every day—it brings ‘down-town’ or ‘the folks on the farm’ or ‘Cousin John’ or 

‘Will’s folks’ into practically a next-door relationship.”37 His automobile company also had an impact at 

the community level, as Ralph Gray states that “industrial activity connected with the automobile 

greatly augmented Kokomo’s importance as a manufacturing center, an importance which has 

continued despite the demise of the automobile companies.”38 He elaborates that Haynes’ company 

served as “Kokomo’s largest manufacturing enterprise, and between four hundred and five hundred 

persons were employed, receiving an annual payroll in excess of $200,000.”39 

 As with many inventors and innovators, Haynes struggled to convert his visionary ideas into an 

enduring and profitable endeavor. Haynes’ business suffered from the post-World War I economic 

depression of 1920 and 1921, which profoundly impacted the national automobile industry.40 In addition 

http://www.cityofkokomo.org/main.asp?SectionID=50&SubSectionID=113&ArticleID=205
http://www.markinghoosierhistory.org/philo-t-farnsworth-the-father-of-television-part-ii/
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to being a victim of circumstance, Haynes ignored public demand for small, mass marketed cars and 

instead focused on medium sized luxury cars intended for affluent customers.41 Eventually Haynes could 

not compete with Ford’s mass production and marketing, which gained Ford a “loyal and growing 

clientele,” and Haynes declared bankruptcy October 1924.42 Haynes hinted at the struggles that would 

lead to the company’s 1925 closing, lamenting that being a pioneer of the automobile industry “meant a 

selling loss on the Haynes car, whereas to have waited until others had made the trial and experiment, 

and then to have followed in the easy path of their success probably would have saved us thousands of 

dollars.”43 

 Just months after the closing of his company, Haynes passed away from a combination of 

influenza and heart failure, although Ralph Gray speculates that his death and the collapse of the 

company were not coincidental.44 Despite some business failings, Kokomo’s “first citizen” elevated 

Kokomo’s national profile and helped usher America into the automobile age.45 

 

 

 

 

 

Further Reading 

According to Ralph Gray, The Elwood Haynes Collection at the Howard County Historical Museum (also 

known as the Howard County Historical Society) contains Haynes’ correspondence, as well as a few 

business papers, and sheds light on Kokomo’s automobile industry during the period. He states that the 

archives at Indiana University, Kokomo contain some related photographs and manuscripts. Gray also 

states that reporters in Portland, Greentown and Kokomo, Indiana frequently reported on Haynes’ 

activities. He suggests researchers consult the Detroit Public Library for 1890’s trade journals. 

For biographical timelines about Haynes, see “Condensed Biography of Elwood Haynes,” Indianapolis 

Star, April 14, 1925, Indiana State Library (ISL) Clippings File, Biography; and “Life and Inventions of 

Elwood Haynes,” The Haynes Pioneer (April 13, 1925), ISL Clippings File, Biography; and W. Spencer 

Huffman, Eos Petty Richardson and Mary Cedars, “Elwood Haynes, 1857-1925,” (Howard County 

Historical Society, Kokomo, Indiana, n.d.), ISL Clippings File, Biography.      

Haynes’ The Complete Motorist provides information about his company and automobiles, and serves as 

both a reminiscence and marketing device.  

 

http://www.howardcountymuseum.org/
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